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Landmarks in Victims’ Rights and Services

1980 
•	 Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) is founded 

after the death of 13-year-old Cari Lightner, who was 

killed by a repeat drunk-driving offender. The first 

two MADD chapters are established in Sacramento, 

California, and Annapolis, Maryland. 

•	 Congress passes the Parental Kidnapping 

Prevention Act of 1980. 

•	 Wisconsin passes the first “Crime Victims’ Bill of 

Rights.” 

•	 The first National Day of Unity is established in 

October by NCADV to mourn battered women who 

have died, celebrate women who have survived the 

violence, and honor all who have worked to end 

domestic violence. 

•	 The first Victim Impact Panel is sponsored by 

Remove Intoxicated Drivers (RID) in Oswego County, 

New York. 

1981 
•	 President Ronald Reagan proclaims the first national 

“Crime Victims Week” in April. 

•	 The abduction and murder of six-year-old Adam 

Walsh prompts a national campaign to raise public 

awareness about missing children and enact laws to 

better protect children. 

•	 The Attorney General’s Task Force on Violent Crime 

recommends that a separate national task force be 

created to examine victims’ issues. 

1982 
•	 In a Rose Garden ceremony, President Reagan 

appoints members to the Task Force on Victims 

of Crime, which holds public hearings in six cities 

across the nation to focus attention on the needs of 

crime victims. The Task Force’s Final Report offers 

68 recommendations that become the framework 

for the advancement of new programs and policies. 

Its final recommendation, to amend the Sixth 

Amendment of the U.S. Constitution to guarantee 

that “the victim, in every criminal prosecution, shall 

have the right to be present and to be heard at all 

critical stages of judicial proceeding,” becomes a 

vital source of new energy to secure constitutional 

amendments for victims’ rights in each state. 

•	 The Victim and Witness Protection Act of 1982 

brings “fair treatment standards” to victims and 

witnesses in the federal criminal justice system. 

•	 California becomes the first state to amend its 

constitution to address the interests of crime victims 

by establishing a constitutional right to victim 

restitution. 

•	 The passage of the Missing Children’s Act of 1982 

helps guarantee that identifying information about 

missing children is promptly entered into the FBI 

National Crime Information Center (NCIC) computer 

system. 

•	 Congress abolishes, through failure of 

appropriations, the Law Enforcement Assistance 

Administration; many grassroots and system-based 

victim assistance programs close. 

1983 
•	 The Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) is established 

by the U.S. Department of Justice within the Office 

of Justice Programs to implement recommendations 

from the President’s Task Force on Victims of Crime. 

OVC establishes a national resource center, trains 

professionals, and develops model legislation to 

protect victims’ rights. 

•	 U.S. Attorney General William French Smith 

establishes a Task Force on Family Violence, which 

holds six public hearings across the United States. 

•	 U.S. Attorney General Smith issues the first 

Attorney General Guidelines for Victim and 

Witness Assistance, which outlines standards for 

federal victim and witness assistance and the 
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implementation of victims’ rights contained in the 

federal Victim and Witness Protection Act of 1982. 

•	 In April, President Reagan honors crime victims in a 

White House Rose Garden ceremony. 

•	 The First National Conference of the Judiciary on 

Victims of Crime is held at the National Judicial 

College in Reno, Nevada, with support from the 

National Institute of Justice. Conferees develop 

recommendations for the judiciary on victims’ rights 

and services. 

•	 President Reagan proclaims the first National 

Missing Children’s Day in observance of the fourth 

anniversary of the disappearance of six-year-old 

Etan Patz. 

•	 Wisconsin passes the first Child Victim and Witness 

Bill of Rights. 

•	 The International Association of Chiefs of Police 

Board of Governors adopts a Crime Victims’ Bill of 

Rights and establishes a Victims’ Rights Committee 

to focus attention on the needs of crime victims by 

law enforcement officials nationwide. 

1984 
•	 The passage of the Victims of Crime Act (VOCA) 

establishes the Crime Victims Fund, made up 

of federal criminal fines, penalties, and bond 

forfeitures, to support state victim compensation 

and local victim assistance programs. 

•	 President Reagan signs the Justice Assistance Act, 

which establishes a financial assistance program 

for state and local government and funds 200 new 

victim service programs. 

•	 The National Center for Missing and Exploited 

Children is established as the national resource 

agency for missing children. The Center was 

mandated as part of the Missing Children’s 

Assistance Act of 1984. 

•	 The Task Force on Family Violence presents 

its report to the U.S. Attorney General with 

recommendations for action, including improving 

the criminal justice system’s response to battered 

women and establishing prevention and awareness 

activities, education and training, and data 

collection and reporting. 

•	 The National Minimum Drinking Age Act of 1984 

is enacted, providing strong incentives to states to 

raise the minimum age for drinking to 21, saving 

thousands of young lives in years to come. 

•	 The Spiritual Dimension in Victim Services in 

Charleston, South Carolina, is founded to involve 

the faith community in violence prevention and 

victim assistance. 

•	 Congress passes the Family Violence Prevention and 

Services Act, which earmarks federal funding for 

programs serving victims of domestic violence. 

•	 Concerns of Police Survivors (COPS) is organized 

at the first police survivors’ seminar held in 

Washington, DC, by 110 relatives of officers killed in 

the line of duty. 

•	 A victim/witness notification system is established 

within the Federal Bureau of Prisons.

•	 Victim/witness coordinator positions are established 

in the U.S. Attorneys’ Offices within the U.S. 

Department of Justice. 

•	 California State University, Fresno, initiates the first 

Victim Services Certificate Program offered for 

academic credit by a university. 

•	 OVC establishes the National Victims Resource 

Center, now named the Office for Victims of 

Crime Resource Center (OVCRC), to serve as a 

clearinghouse for OVC publications and other 

resources. 

1985 
•	 The Crime Victims Fund deposits total $68 million. 

•	 The National Victim Center (renamed the National 

Center for Victims of Crime in 1998) is founded 

in honor of Sunny von Bülow to provide a strong 
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national voice on behalf of crime victims and to 

educate Americans about the devastating effect of 

crime on our society. 

•	 The United Nations General Assembly adopts the 

Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims 

of Crime and Abuse of Power that serves as the 

basis for victim service reform at national and local 

levels throughout the world. 

•	 President Reagan announces the Child Safety 

Partnership to enhance private sector efforts to 

promote child safety, clarify information about child 

victimization, and increase public awareness of child 

abuse. 

•	 The U.S. Surgeon General issues a report identifying 

domestic violence as a major public health problem.

1986 
•	 The Crime Victims Fund deposits total $62 million. 

•	 OVC awards the first grants to support state victim 

assistance and compensation programs. 

•	 Two years after its passage, the Victims of Crime 

Act is amended by the Children’s Justice Act to 

provide funds specifically for the investigation and 

prosecution of child abuse. 

•	 More than 100 victim advocates meet in 

Washington, DC, at a forum sponsored by NOVA, 

and formally agree to seek a federal constitutional 

amendment on victims’ rights. 

•	 Rhode Island passes a victims’ rights constitutional 

amendment granting victims the rights to restitution, 

to submit victim impact statements, and to be 

treated with dignity and respect. 

•	 MADD’s “Red Ribbon Campaign” enlists motorists to 

display a red ribbon on their automobiles, signaling 

a pledge to drive safely and soberly during the 

holidays. (This national public awareness effort has 

since become an annual campaign.) 

•	 By year’s end, 35 states have established victim 

compensation programs. 

1987 
•	 The Crime Victims Fund deposits total $77 million. 

•	 The National Victims’ Constitutional Amendment 

Network and Steering Committee are formed at a 

meeting hosted by the National Center for Victims 

of Crime. This initiative becomes instrumental in the 

passage of victims’ rights amendments throughout 

the United States. 

•	 Security on Campus, Inc., (SOC) is established by 

Howard and Connie Clery, following the tragic 

robbery, rape, and murder of their daughter, 

Jeanne, at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania. 

SOC raises national awareness about crime and 

victimization on our nation’s campuses. 

•	 The American Correctional Association establishes a 

Task Force on Victims of Crime. 

•	 NCADV establishes the first national toll-free 

domestic violence hotline. 

•	 October is officially designated as National 

Domestic Violence Awareness Month to honor 

battered women and those who serve them. 

•	 In a 5-4 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court rules 

in Booth v. Maryland (482 U.S. 496) that victim 

impact statements are unconstitutional (in violation 

of the Eighth Amendment) when applied to the 

penalty phase of a capital trial because “only the 

defendant’s personal responsibility and moral guilt” 

may be considered in capital sentencing. Significant 

dissenting opinions are offered. 

•	 Victims and advocates in Florida, frustrated by five 

years of inaction by their legislature on a proposed 

victims’ rights constitutional amendment, begin a 

petition drive. Thousands of citizens sign petitions 

supporting constitutional protection for victims’ 

rights. The Florida legislature reconsiders, and the 

constitutional amendment appears on the 1988 

ballot. 
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1988 
•	 The Crime Victims Fund deposits total $93 million. 

•	 OVC sets aside funds for the Victim Assistance in 

Indian Country grant program to provide direct 

services to Native Americans by establishing “on-

reservation” victim assistance programs in Indian 

Country. 

•	 The National Aging Resource Center on Elder 

Abuse is established by a cooperative agreement 

among the American Public Welfare Association, the 

National Association of State Units on Aging, and 

the University of Delaware. Renamed the National 

Center on Elder Abuse, it provides information and 

statistics on this issue of growing concern. 

•	 State v. Ciskie is the first case to allow the use of 

expert testimony to explain the behavior and mental 

state of an adult rape victim. The testimony is used 

to show why a victim of repeated physical and 

sexual assaults by her intimate partner would not 

immediately call the police or take action. The jury 

convicts the defendant on four counts of rape. 

•	 The Drunk Driving Prevention Act is passed, and all 

states raise the minimum drinking age to 21. 

•	 Victims’ rights constitutional amendments are 

introduced in Arizona, California, Connecticut, 

Delaware, Michigan, South Carolina, and 

Washington. Florida’s amendment is placed on the 

November ballot, where it passes with 90 percent of 

the vote. Michigan’s amendment passes with more 

than 80 percent of the vote. 

•	 OVC sponsors the first “Indian Nations: Justice for 

Victims of Crime” conference in Rapid City, South 

Dakota. 

•	 Amendments to the Victims of Crime Act 

legislatively establish the Office for Victims of 

Crime, elevate the position of Director by making 

Senate confirmation necessary for appointment, and 

encourage state compensation programs to cover 

victims of domestic violence, homicide, and drunk 

driving. In addition, VOCA amendments, at the 

behest of MADD and POMC, add a new “priority” 

category for funding victim assistance programs for 

“previously underserved victims of violent crime.” 

•	 OVC establishes a Federal Emergency Fund for 

victims in the federal criminal justice system. 

1989 
•	 The Crime Victims Fund deposits total $133 million. 

•	 In a 5-4 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court reaffirms 

in South Carolina v. Gathers its 1987 decision in 

Booth v. Maryland that victim impact evidence and 

arguments are unconstitutional when applied to the 

penalty phase of a capital trial. Again, significant 

dissenting opinions are offered. 

•	 The legislatures in Texas and Washington pass 

victims’ rights constitutional amendments. Both are 

ratified by voters. 
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